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Abstract:
In this project I have attempted to examine the current state of the Japanese Hill Garden
and suggest improvements. My first impression of the garden was that the majority of visitors
who visit the Arboretum under appreciate it, and many don’t realize it is even there. Over years
of neglect it has lost its ‘Japanese’ style, which can only be occasionally seen here and there. By
researching its history and looking at literature on Japanese garden design I have made
suggestions as to how the Japanese Hill Garden can be improved to make it more obviously
Japanese in style, to make it more accessible to visitors while maintaining its inherent quality of
seclusion and intimacy. A mix of planting shrubs and trees, removal and pruning of trees already
on site and the installation of stonework including steps and Japanese style statues attains these
goals. Research on the history of the Hill Garden has been a large part of this project since very
little is known. The 1909 Compton Atlas and the archive photograph collection have been my
main sources of historical information and have granted me never before appreciated insights
into the Japanese Hill Gardens history. It has been my overriding aim to make this garden a
much more valuable asset to the Arboretum than it is currently.
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THE HISTORY OF THE JAPANESE HILL GARDEN
The Japanese Hill Garden was designed and constructed in 1905 by Mr. Y Muto, a Japanese
gardener, at the behest of John Morris. John Morris’s ledger of 1905 shows an entry in which he
records payment to Mr. Muto for gardening services. It is also known that Mr. Muto worked for
John Morris in 1908, designing the Temple Gate Garden in nearby Fairmount Park and in 1912
working on the Japanese Overlook at Compton. In the book ‘Germantown Rare and Notable
Plants’ Compton is referred to as “a Japanese garden of the highest type and among local
gardens, it is first”.
In 1876 Philadelphia was host to the Centennial International Exhibition, which featured the first
“noteworthy display of Japanese art and architecture in America.” (Lancaster, 1983). John and
Lydia’s interest in the Japanese garden style probably originated from a trip they made to Japan
in 1887. From the journal of Louise Kellner we see that the Morrises returned with all manner of
Japanese wares including the teahouse formerly located in what is known today as the Widener
woods.
In 1933 Lydia Morris gave the Arboretum to the University of Pennsylvania. Due to the far more
restricted labor and financial resources of the University the gardens were left to grow
unchecked. Most of the character of the Japanese Hill Garden was lost to time and lack of
attention and care, found now only in photographs of the time that fail to do real justice to
Muto’s original vision. Bamboo ran rampant and the carefully trained pines lost their intended
form. The disused water pipes became blocked and the stream no longer functioned. It is only in
the past 15 to 20 years that more attention has been paid to this understated garden. After
extensive restorative work to the water pipes the stream now flows, and some of the original
character is being restored to the garden with the aid of selective pruning, tree removals and
replacements. Perhaps Muto’s vision for the garden has been forever lost but hints can still be
glimpsed here and there, most especially in the layout of the stones along the stream, which have
resisted the attempts of roots and erosion to move them, unlike many of their counterparts.
Thanks to photographs taken during construction of the garden, the exact positioning of the
stones can be deduced, (see Appendix B.). Perhaps, then, it will be possible to reinstate to their
original position most if not all of the stones, which in Japanese garden tradition are the most
important feature of this style of garden.

TREE REMOVALS, REPLACEMENTS AND INSTALLATIONS
Photographs of trees currently in the Japanese Hill Garden can be found in Appendix A. and
photographs of suggested replacements can be found in Appendix A.
•

Acer palmatum ‘Kashima’ to be removed.
Replace with Acer palmatum ‘Kiyohime’ or ‘Komachi Hime’.

'Kiyohime' ('Kiyo Hime') - very distinct dwarf with 3-4cm leaves of very wide, rhombic lobes,
each tinged dark red and glossy on the margins. It grows to 2m in 10 years but can be kept
smaller in containers or as a bonsai subject. It is sturdy enough for landscaping and stays dense.
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'Komachi Hime' - very slow dwarf with reddish margins. It resembles 'Kiyohime' which is much
better known.
•

Acer palmatum ‘Sango kaku’ – ‘coral bark maple’ is to be removed.

•

Acer palmatum ‘Aoyogi’ is to be removed.
Could be replaced with Acer palmatum ‘Shadava Gold’.

•

Juniperus chinensis var. procumbens to be removed due to disease.
Replace with perennial grass planting scheme. (See other chapter)

•

Taxus baccata ‘Repandens’ to be removed.

•

Prunus x Snow Fountains to be installed on the Swan Pond border.

The addition of the Prunus x Snow Fountains will provide spring contrast along the Swan Pond
border, highlighting the presence of the Japanese Hill Garden to those on the opposite side of the
Swan Pond. This particular tree blooms in early to mid spring, a welcome patch of bright white
blossom amongst the evergreen trees surrounding that area. The bloom time of this tree has been
specifically chosen to precede the flowering of the Rhododendron bushes along the border,
which in turn precede the flowers of the Hydrangea paniculata on the Swan Pond Island. This
should provide cross-season interest from early spring to late summer.
•

Acer japonicum ‘O Isami’ – ‘full moon maple’ to be planted north of the Japanese Hill
Garden on the edge of the Arboretum’s Garden Railroad exhibit. There is the potential
for another to be planted further south into the Hill Garden.

Planted by the Railroad exhibit, this tree with its vivid foliage will form a vista, drawing the
visitors gaze from the base of the Pagoda Hill and up through the group of flowering cherries
north of the garden. Echoing the existing full moon maple at the northeast corner of the garden,
this arrangement will help to improve coherency throughout the area.

PLANTING DESIGN FOR THE SWAN POND BORDER
The recent removal of the large cherry tree on the Swan Pond border affords an opportunity to
rethink that area. With this large tree now gone, the area is far more open, light and airy. It is
very visible from the opposite side of the Swan Pond and also from the bridge. There is currently
a grouping of five small Rhododendron shrubs on the eastern end nearest the stream, but the
dominant planting in this area is that of Ostrich Ferns.
To make best use of this area I believe it would be beneficial to remove the ferns since they are
not in the Japanese tradition and act only to smother the Rhododendrons and obscure them from
view. The Rhododendron shrubs themselves would be enjoyed more if they were redistributed
along the border and their number was increased with new additions. Their current size should be
maintained with selective and regular pruning, as is the practice in Japanese gardens to stop them
from growing out of scale with the rest of the garden. If redistributed, it is important to
remember the basic principle of spacing in a Japanese garden, which is simply to group them in
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numbers of 3 or 5 so as to mimic the randomness of nature. Now the border is more open and
noticeable, the Rhododendron blooms would act to draw visitors into the Japanese Hill Garden
while still preserving the sense of discovery that is fostered in this unique seclusion.
At the western end of the border at the foot of the Metasequoia glyptostroboides are two
Nandina domestica ‘Moyer’s Red’ shrubs. I suggest planting 2 or 3 more of these shrubs in order
to extend this grouping of heavenly bamboo along the border. The red fruit is very striking at its
peak and would be most pleasing in this larger grouping.
Although the garden does benefit from such an opening, I don’t feel there is currently anything
planted there that deserves such display. I therefore suggest the planting of either a single
specimen of Prunus x Snow Fountains or Acer palmatum ‘Sango-kaku’ (see Appendix A.). As a
weeping cherry, Prunus x Snow Fountains is sympathetic to the style of the rest of the garden,
the pendulous branches mimicking the gardens hills. And in the spring the white flowers would
act as a contrast to the foliage and bark of the surrounding trees thus highlighting for this short
period of time, the presence of the Hill Garden, which is, for the rest of the year, understated and
unpretentious. In contrast Acer palmatum ‘Sango-kaku’ has a more upright form with salmon
colored bark and bright green leaves. Its fall color would be a strong enticement to the passing
visitor, hinting at the other Maple trees that can be found within, also displaying their fall
foliage.

PAGODA HILL
PLANTING SCHEME
Pagoda Hill is at the top of the Japanese Hill Garden and is where all paths in the garden lead. It
therefore represents a very important focal area for such a small garden as this and should be
treated with due respect. It is necessary to design and install an appropriate planting scheme for
this area, which best suits the semi-shaded site and the overall style of the garden.
As I have already described, Japanese gardens attempt to represent much larger landscapes, with
mountains, lakes, rivers and hills. These can be found in the winding streams and exactly placed
rocks of a hill garden. In his book ‘Japanese Garden Design’ Josiah Condor explains the rules
that govern such garden design. These include the names and proper shapes of particular stones
and their correct placement in the garden in reference to each other and the surrounding
plantings.
In accordance with this fundamental characteristic of garden design a familiar feature of
Japanese gardens is the rounded shape of the clipped box, yew and pine plants placed carefully
in groups to represent hills (see Appendix A.).
I believe that 3 or 4 well placed clipped specimens of Pinus mugo ‘Mops’ positioned in different
areas of Pagoda Hill would help to highlight the suggested replica of the Pagoda statue. This
particular cultivar of Pinus mugo is a dwarf form that reaches 3 feet in height and 3 feet wide and
would therefore fit in very well with the site. It also lends itself well to pruning. If a smaller size
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was deemed more appropriate then it could be pruned to suit.
Restricted manpower is still a consideration however, and getting carried away with all manner
of clipped, trained and pampered plants is an unaffordable luxury. It is therefore necessary to
include in a planting design for the Hill Garden schemes that do not require high levels of
maintenance lest any plants requiring a lot of attention are allowed to grow out of control.
I therefore propose a planting scheme to compliment and reflect the Pinus mugo. I suggest that a
selection of clump-forming grasses be planted in groupings of 3 or 5 (in accordance with
Japanese garden design). The form of these grasses will mimic the pine but since that is their
natural shape they will not require such rigorous attention as plants in need of more frequent
pruning. Since there are a large number of grasses, the most appropriate species can be identified
for the site.
The grasses that I believe would do very well on Pagoda Hill are as follows:
1. Carex oshimensis ‘Evergold’ – Japanese sedge
2. Carex morrowii var. temnolepsis – Japanese sedge
3. Sesleria autumnalis – autumn moor grass
4. Hakonechloa macra ‘Aureola’ – golden Japanese forest grass
•

Carex oshimensis ‘Evergold’ is a clump-forming grass that grows 12” in height by 12” in
width. It prefers well drained soil in part shade and as such would be ideal for this site.

•

Carex morrowii grows to 12” in height and 12” in width. It prefers moist to well drained
soil in light shade.

•

Sesleria autumnalis grows from 15” to 20” in height and forms a fairly regular clump
shape. It prefers well-drained soil in part shade.

•

Hakonechloa macra ‘Aureola’ is a very well known and widely used cultivar of
H.macra. Its foliage is mostly yellow with thin stripes of green. It grows up to 18” in
height and 36” in length. It may therefore be better suited to growing along an edge of the
planting bed to highlight it and draw visitors to this part of the garden.

These four grasses should make an elegant planting scheme for this site. Although planted as an
attempt to mimic the Japanese tradition the form and varying foliage of each species will be a
tasteful contrast to the trees and shrubs currently surrounding the site. For photographs of these
grasses please see Appendix A. For the planting design please see Appendix C.
The current mass grouping of ferns at the eastern end of Pagoda Hill could at a future date be
removed and replaced with a continuance of the grasses and pine planting.
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STONEWORK ADDITIONS
The 1909 Compton Atlas constructed by Pugh and Hubbard (see Appendix C), shows in fairly
fine detail the planting scheme set out in the Japanese Hill Garden at the time, and also the layout
of the path system. Since this atlas was composed just 4 years after the garden’s creation it is fair
to assume the path system had not been altered from Muto’s original design. The atlas shows
Pagoda Hill as having several features that are no longer present today. Two such features are
sets of steps, one leading up the middle of the hill from top to bottom and the other leading from
behind the hill to the Pagoda statue, which was still in existence at the time. A depression in the
ground up the middle of the hill marks the site of the one set of steps. For reasons unknown these
steps were removed from the garden to, in my opinion, its detriment. I therefore propose to
reinstate both sets of steps. Not only would it add some contrasting material and texture to the
area but it would also give visitors another avenue to explore.
Elsewhere I have proposed the removal of the Acer palmatum ‘Aoyogi’ on Pagoda Hill. This
would open up the center of the hill and allow access to the steps. However, it may be wise for
these steps to be decorative rather than functional since it could encourage visitors to climb the
hill any way they choose. Therefore, irregular, discreet steps would be better.
I have also mentioned the commissioning of a replica of the original stone pagoda to be made for
the garden. With this placed on the stone base at the top of Pagoda hill the feature would be
completed by the second set of steps being set in the hill in their original position leading up to
the statue; this would also allow another view of the garden visitors do not at present enjoy. The
Compton Atlas in Appendix C. shows the original pagoda base at the top of the hill and the steps
leading up to it from the back of the hill.
Please see Appendix B. for an illustration produced for a postcard to mark the 1910 Japan-British
Exhibition in London. It shows a similar layout of stone steps and pagoda statue as those I am
proposing for the Japanese Hill Garden.
Another feature I suggest would improve the area is an additional set of stone steps leading down
into the hill area from the western entrance path. Figure 19 in Appendix A. shows the view of the
western entrance at the top of the garden, and the path leading into the Pagoda Hill area. On the
right is the Enkianthus perulatus ‘J. L. Pennock’ at the western end of the Pagoda Hill planting
bed, and at the bottom of the photograph between the stone and the tree is the area in which I
propose to install a small flight of steps. Apart from adding further aesthetic value to the area and
also enhancing the areas coherency, I feel it would improve access to the garden since the grade
of the ground at that point is very steep. Wheelchair users and families with baby strollers can
use the same entrance but access the Pagoda Hill area via a neighboring path with a level grade.
As can also be seen in this photograph there are a number of stones that were originally installed
by Mr. Muto. Over the years some have sunk slightly into the ground and some have been partly
buried by soil and mulch. Therefore, I propose to return the stones to their original position and
orientation with reference to the available archival evidence by lifting them out of the ground,
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backfilling with soil and then compacting the ground to prevent future subsidence, before
returning the stone.

STATUES: HISTORY AND REINSTATEMENT
PAGODA STATUE
Little is known about this ‘crown jewel’ of the Japanese Hill Garden. Measurements of the base
stone which is extant and study of available archival photographs has led to estimates of the
statue’s dimensions being 7’ tall by 19” wide at its base. The pagoda is a traditional 3-tiered
structure with a substantial finial/spire on the top tier. It is highly ornamented unlike most of its
life size counterparts.
Like many of the statues it may have been removed around the time of WWII when AmericaJapan relations had broken down. Unfortunately the statue has been lost, but it may be possible
to have a replica made in its stead. The top of the Japanese Hill Garden has been awaiting the
return of its focal point for 60 years.

STANDING BUDDHA STATUE
The standing Buddha statue was once located on the east side of the stream just 2 meters south of
the lower waterfall. The statue itself still exists and is on display in the Widener Visitors Center.
However, the ornate base is lost and now only the concrete base support can be found in the
garden itself. Along with the archival photographs this shows the exact position of the statue.
Given its age, it would be advisable to have a replica of the statue made for this features’ return
to the hill garden.
LANTERN STATUES
These two photographs show similar views of the waterfall with Stork ornaments at different
periods in the gardens history. Judging by the difference in vegetation size the second
photograph was taken approximately 3 to 5 years after the first. One of the changes in this period
of time has been to the choice of stone lantern. The first lantern is of the ‘Oribe’ style and the
second is of the ‘Tachi-gata’ or pedestal style lantern. This second lantern originally placed in
the Japanese Hill Garden was later relocated to the Morrises’ Japanese Teahouse (see Appendix
B).
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‘Oribe’ style lantern on right of photograph.

‘Tachi-gata’ or ‘pedestal’ style lantern on far right on photograph.
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This presents the Arboretum with a choice of styles in deciding which to reinstate as both were
formally in the garden. In fact the choice is three-fold as, in that same position years later, was
set the standing Buddha statue. To put both a lantern and standing Buddha in such close
proximity would reduce the aesthetic appeal of both features, making the area look cluttered.
However, a hill garden of this size would have up to a dozen lanterns placed at strategic points
along the paths, for example: at the entrances and at bends in the path in order to lead the
onlooker around the garden.
As these lanterns are no longer in the Arboretum’s possession it is necessary to look elsewhere
either for a reproduction to be made from the photographs or to find an equivalent statue. Two
possible equivalent statues can be seen in Appendix A. from the internet store
JapaneseGifts.com, a supplier of Japanese garden ornaments.
As can be seen, the equivalent lantern seems to be a close match to its original ‘Tachi-gata’
counterpart; however there are other suppliers of such lanterns of differing design and a closer
match for the ‘Oribe’ lantern could be found. If the Arboretum feels an exact match is required
then the commissioning of a reproduction made from the archival photographs would be
necessary.
In my opinion the standing Buddha would look more attractive and eye catching at this site in the
garden; the lanterns would be better suited to other parts of the garden. The Tachi-gata lantern is
of the ‘guardian’ style traditionally used outside Buddhist temples and also to guide people to
teahouses. Therefore it may be better situated at one of the entrances to the garden.
PATHWAY IMPROVEMENTS
The paths in the Hill Garden can often become waterlogged in heavy rain; with foot traffic they
can become virtual mudslides. One main area that gets waterlogged is the main path that runs
parallel with the Swan Pond. Since this is the main path and receives the most use by visitors it is
recommended that something be done to address this problem.
In most Japanese gardens stone and gravel are key materials used for pathways. Often the path is
of a stepping-stone surrounded by gravel design. With such a familiar feature found in the
majority of Japanese gardens it should be a considered possibility for the Japanese Hill Garden.
My suggestion is to introduce the stepping-stone and gravel path to the main path running along
side the Swan Pond at the base of the Hill Garden. As a public garden, a great consideration is
access for people with baby strollers and wheelchairs. It may be possible for these visitors to still
use such a path if the gravel was no more than 1 inch thick and the stepping-stones were counter
sunk into the ground so as not to prevent stroller or chair wheels from becoming stuck. Pale
colored gravel and the local natural stone, Wissahickon Schist, would be a wonderful contrast to
the surrounding vegetation.
An alternative to this would be to use small sized mulch on the path and larger sized mulch on
the plant beds so as to highlight the difference in path surface and bed surface. With 2 or 3 small
groupings of stones placed along either side of the path to guide the visitors’ eye, I think this
could be a feasible alternative to the stepping-stone and gravel design.
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At the west end of the main path is the Metasequoia glyptostraboides. The roots of this large are
well exposed and run out into the path where they are often trodden upon by visitors. To remedy
this I suggest encouraging the neighboring bed of Pachysandra to grow against the roots so the
entrance to the path is moved away from the roots.
CONCLUSION
It has been an interesting exercise, delving into the Arboretum’s past to find what I can of the
Japanese Hill Garden’s beginnings in order to determine a course of action for its future an entire
century after its initial construction. The suggestions I have made have been designed to usher
the garden back to its condition in its glory days during the 1920’s, although this could never be
restored completely without major tree removal and the rebuilding of much of the landscape.
Perhaps in the future when more resources are available an even more thorough historical
analysis could be undertaken in order to determine the exact intentions of Mr. Muto and a
subsequent full restoration of the garden could be carried out.
I’d like to thank Mr. Hiram Munger for his continued hard work and effort in the Japanese Hill
Garden and Ms. Iana Turner and Mr. Bob Gutowski for their support and help to me as I put this
project together.
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APPENDIX A: CURRENT PHOTOGRAPHS
Figure 1: Acer palmatum ‘Kashima’

Figure 2: Acer palmatum ‘Kiyohime’
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Figure 3: Acer palmatum ‘Sango kaku’

Figure 4: Acer palmatum ‘Aoyogi’

Figure 5: A. palmatum ‘Shidava Gold’

14

Figure 6: Juniperus chinensis var. procumbens

Figure 7: Taxus baccata ‘Repandens’
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Figure 8: Acer japonicum ‘O Isami’

Figure 9: Prunus x 'Snow Fountains'--Snow Fountains Weeping Cherry
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Figure 10: Acer palmatum ‘Sango-kaku’ – ‘Coral Bark Maple’

Figure 11: Japanese style pruned shrubs
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Figure 12: Pinus mugo ‘Mops’

Figure 13: Hakonechloa macra ‘Aureola’ – Golden Japanese Forest Grass
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Figure 14: Carex oshimensis ‘Evergold’ – Japanese Sedge

Figure 15: Carex morrowii var. temnolepsis – Japanese Sedge
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Figure 16: Sesleria autumnalis – Autumn Moor Grass

Figure 17: Oribe Lanterns early 1900’s and modern equivalent
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Figure 18: Tachi-gata Lanterns early 1900’s and modern equivalent
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Figure 19: Western entrance path
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APPENDIX B: ARCHIVE PHOTOGRAPHS
Figure 1: Japanese Hill Garden under construction - 1905

Figure 2: 1905

Figure 3: 1905
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Figure 4: Steps and view to mansion

Figure 5: Steps to pagoda statue
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Figure 6: 1910 Japan-British Exhibition

Figure 7: Pagoda Hill and Statue

25

26

Figure 8: Pagoda statue

Figure 9: Standing Buddha statue
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Figure 10: Oribe Lantern

Figure 11: Tachi-gata Lantern
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Figure 12: Tea-House
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APPENDIX C: MAPS
Composite of Compton Atlas 1909 sections 29, 30 and 31 showing Japanese Hill Garden
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Pagoda Hill planting design
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